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Abstract 
 
The student athlete identity is one that is heavily influenced by the organization in which 
student athletes are a part. What makes this organizational regulation unique is the fact that there 
is organizational regulation occurring within organizational regulation. In other words, the 
National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) regulates the identity of the student athlete 
through each college institution. This identity regulation occurs in many different ways. Through 
messages and expectations, student athletes aspire to the ideal student athlete — challenging 
their identity through regulations, contingency, and value structures that favor ideal 
representation, character and winning. Student athletes across the board strive to achieve the 
expected student athlete identity, student athletes meet this standard even through resistance and 
conformity is achieved.  
The identity of the student athlete is one that is regulated and maintained through the 
organization that they are affiliated with. Organizational regulation is very successful for the 
student athlete identity. Student athletes strive to become ideal student athletes for their 
organization even when there is the urge to resist. 
 
 
Keywords: Identity, Identity Work, Identity Regulation, Amateurism, student athlete, 
organizational communication   
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Chapter 1: Literature Review 
Introduction  
 As a current student athlete, I have been exposed to the ways in which the student athlete 
identity is regulated by the athletic department. When I was an incoming freshman I can 
remember seeing awards on the walls — both academic and athletic — and thinking to myself 
that I wanted to leave a legacy like that, a legacy that people remember me for. When I started 
my first year at my institution, there was a picture of a former player for the team that I had just 
joined. I thought to myself how I wanted to be a person who the athletic department thought so 
highly of to have on their walls. Today as a fourth year senior, I am one of those people who are 
on the walls of the athletic department.   
This research will explore the college student-athlete identity at a major western 
university. The student-athlete identity consists of many time-consuming and difficult tasks. The 
most difficult of these tasks is the amount of work they put in to discover where they belong and 
how to exist within the athletic organization. College athletics is a large enterprise that exists for 
college institutions where the identity of “student-athlete” is created. This identity is heavily 
influenced by the athletic organization itself. The notions of what it means to be a student athlete 
has led to much controversy and to legal actions. Therefore, it is important to understand how the 
student-athlete identity is practiced and maintained by an organization. Without the existence of 
the student-athlete, college athletics would be without a foundation. 
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For me the transition to becoming an athlete at CU was difficult. Once the school year 
started, I had more rules and regulations that I knew what to do with. While I am a bit of a rule 
follower, I, without question, took on the role of the ideal student-athlete and performed this 
identity with great pleasure. For many of my fellow student-athletes, this was not so easy.   
 This project will specifically examine how student-athletes manage the conflicting 
identities of student and athlete and how they present this identity together. In addition, the 
project will consider how an organization constructs the notions of what it means to be a student-
athlete. In order to better understand the construction of student-athlete today, it is valuable to 
understand the history of how this term and identity came to be. To examine the process of 
student-athlete identity development, this project will draw from research on stereotypes, 
perception, identity management, and identity regulation. 
Stereotypes 
Much of the previous research that has occurred surrounding the topic of student-athlete 
has focused on the existing stereotypes of athletes. The outsider view of athletes can challenge 
the identities of student-athletes and affect the ways in which their identity is regulated and 
maintained. Thomas Dee (2009) conducted a study in which he researched the effects of 
stereotype threat on the student athlete. He explains, “Stereotype threat refers to the perceived 
risk of confirming, through one’s behavior or outcomes, negative stereotypes that are held about 
one’s social identity. More specifically, its key conjecture is that the threat of being viewed 
through the lens of a negative stereotype can create an anxiety that disrupts cognitive 
performance and influences outcomes and behaviors” (Dee, pp. 173-174). Further research 
conducted by Thomas Dee examined whether or not stereotypes have a direct effect of student-
athlete achievement in the classroom.  
Organizational Influence on Student Athlete Identity  
 
 7 
Dee (2009) conducted a “framed field experiment” on the stereotype threats of the 
student-athletes at college and examined whether awareness to the status of athlete leads to an 
achievement gap. In this study, they examined how females and males responded to stereotypes 
such as “dumb jock” and found significantly lower test scores for student athletes, especially 
males. Stereotypes have a direct influence on identity; they serve as a way in which student-
athletes perceive their own identities based on how the identity of student-athlete is perceived in 
society. In addition to individual identity through stereotypes, the student-athlete identity is also 
impacted through the identity regulation that is achieved by organizations. 
Identity  
The creation of identity within an organization has become a large topic surrounding 
study of identity. Andrew Brown (2001) explains that, “The issue of identity is central to our 
understanding of how individuals relate to the groups and organizations in which they are 
participants. For Cheney (1991: 9) ‘Contemporary organizations do more than manage issues by 
inculcating values; they also manage identities’,” (pp.114). The organizations that manage the 
identity of the student athlete are the institution in which they play their sport as well as the 
National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA). This creates a unique aspect for the identity 
management of the student athlete. Not only is it managed by the athletic organizations affiliated 
with a particular institution but it is as managed through the larger organization of the NCAA, 
which enforces regulations that the university athletic departments must adhere too.  
Identity for this project was analyzed in relation to the organizational in which 
individuals were a part of.  Yueh- Ysen Lin cites Albert and Whetten’s (1985) ideas on identity 
formation within organizations: 
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Albert and Whetten (1985) define organizational identity as a set of statements 
that organization members perceive to be central, distinctive, and enduring to 
their organization. The definition reveals three critical criteria: centrality, 
distinctiveness, and durability. Centrality means that the statement should include 
features that are important and essential to the organization. Identity as a 
statement of central characters defines what is important and essential to the 
organization. (Albert & Whetten, 1985). The criterion of distinctiveness 
emphasizes that the identity statement should be able to distinguish the 
organization from others. A distinctive identity statement usually includes 
organizational ideology, management philosophy, and culture. It helps the 
organization locate itself in a specific classification. The character of durability 
emphasizes the enduring nature of organizational identity. It implies that 
organizational change is difficult to start because the loss of organizational 
identity will have strong impact on the organization (Albert & Whetten, 1985). 
(pp. 803-804).  
Identity formation is the result of statements that are important to the organization, distinguish 
the organization, and organizational consistency. In college athletics, institutions are constantly 
communicating to their student athletes what is expected of them, how their institution is 
different from others in recruiting, and due to NCAA regulations there is little room for changes 
within the organization.  
 
Social Influence on Identity 
 The term student-athlete was created in the 1950’s after a request for worker’s 
compensation was filed for lasting injuries due to football. Due to the fact that the student-athlete 
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is socially constructed, this identity must be regulated and maintained informing the student-
athlete about what it means and the values that surround the identity. These values inform 
student-athletes about what it means to be an ideal student athlete. Deetz (1994) explains that as 
humans, we are vulnerable to social influences provided to us by organizations, “social routines 
and institutional structures operate for humans much like instincts do for other creatures,” 
(Deetz, pp.28). Instincts are the informants that creatures have on when to mate, how to hunt, 
and how to live. Deetz argues then that discourses given to us by organizations function in the 
same way. We receive information on how to behave and where. Student-athletes are given this 
information on a daily basis. For example, what is expected and deemed acceptable behavior in 
the locker room is much different than the behavior that is acceptable when having a sit down 
dinner with a donor of their particular program. Deetz (1994), compares these social rules to a 
child who is spoken for by his or her parents: 
Institutional control works more like the control seen in a phenomenological 
account of personal habits or sedimentation. For example, a child might be born 
into a family where a parent speaks for the child. The child continues the scripted 
(social recipe) form by marrying a spouse who speaks for him or her, developing 
particular types of friendships, and becoming involved in a particular type of 
occupation, (Deetz, p. 29).  
Institutional control has the ability to influence the behavior of a person even when they 
have the ability to choose for themselves.  
This influence of socially accepted norms communicated by organizations, has the ability 
to create tension in one’s identity. According to Wieland (2010), “there is an ongoing tension 
between crafting a self-identity that is distinct from others and crafting a self-identity that fits in 
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and is socially acceptable” (p.510). For the student athlete these tensions lie in the title they are 
given upon entry into college athletics of “student athlete.” There are values and expectations of 
students in college that are contradictory to the values and expectations of being a college 
athlete. In a study conducted by Wieland (2010), she observes a Swedish Research Institute 
where the members had the desire to be seen as “good” by conforming with an ideal self, “in this 
study, we see individuals whose identity work is fueled by desire to construct identities that are 
socially acceptable, with seemingly less concern for distinctiveness or coherence” (p. 523). Here, 
the desire to conform to ideal values outweighs being a unique individual.  
For those who value being a unique individual, they may attempt resistance as a way to 
preserve the individual self. According to Ashcraft (2005), “Such conceptual developments 
imply that everyone who participates in discursive activity engages in control and resistance, 
sometimes simultaneously, and that participants derive their differential capacities to do so from 
their fluctuating positions vis-à-vis multiple discourses” (p.72).  Simultaneous control and 
resistance is due to the fact that identities are never concrete and, over the course of time, evolve 
due to discourses (Ashcraft, 2005). When thinking about the student-athlete, we can apply the 
idea of control and resistance being independent on the fluidity of a person’s identity. The 
student-athlete is exposed to many different discourses involving what it means to be a student as 
well as what it means to be an athlete at this institution. When these two identities are wrapped 
up into one, they can contradict, as well as complement each other. The student- athlete is also 
juggling many other identities outside of being a student- athlete. These identities, just to name a 
few, include being a son/ daughter, brother/ sister, friend, and roommate. Along with all of these 
identities come discourses in which help an individual navigate and understand what it means to 
be “good” at enacting these identities.  
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Identity Work 
How does the student athlete manage their own identity? According to Alvesson and 
Willmott (2002), formation of one’s self-identity is a process at which functions within the 
everyday routines and discourses that an individual is exposed to (Alvesson &Willmott, 2002, 
p.626). “The individual, preoccupied with self-identity, can thus be understood as a: 
• Self-doubter: identity is viewed as circling around the irreducible, but socially reinforced 
quality of insecurity and anxiety, undermining identity constructions. 
• Struggler: identity is understood as a struggle, at times uphill, enacted in order to construct a 
self-identity that at least provides a temporal sense of coherence and a reduction of fragmentation 
and pain. 
• Surfer: the subject is viewed as processual and open, meaning that in a dynamic and turbulent 
world, the moves made between those subject positions offering temporary identities take place 
without all that much friction or contest between forces and ‘interests’. 
• Storyteller: the reflexive construction and reproduction of a narrative of oneself is viewed as a 
potentially effective way of dealing with the openness and uncertainties of life. 
• Strategist: the individual tries to craft a sense of self (collective identification) that is then to be 
mobilized for the accomplishment of a personal or collective objective. 
• Stencil: identity is seen as an effect of the operations of regulatory forces creating a docile and 
conformist self, eager to replicate the dominant templates for being. 
• Soldier: social entities (formal organizations, collectivities), often made appealing through 
managerial means (e.g. constructions of organizational identities), offer material for self-
definition by functioning as sources of identification” (Alvesson, 2010, p. 211-212). 
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“These identities are not only outlined but there are other characteristics of people that are also 
explained. They are referred to as “individuals’ identity attributes: traits, competencies and 
values” (Alvesson, 2010, p. 194). 
The most relevant of these terms to the student-athlete are surfer and storyteller. A big struggle 
of the modern student-athlete is to balance and simultaneously perform the identity of student 
and the identity of athlete. These identities can fall into place perfectly together but they can also 
create an intersection of uncertainty. This is why the idea of storyteller is also vital to the 
student-athlete. According to Alvesson (2010), this is associated with an individual person’s “life 
story” (p.203). Every student-athlete come to the University of Colorado with a story and this 
story is going to play a role in how, if at all, that person accepts the new discourses that they are 
exposed to. 
Alvesson and Willmott (2002) explain how identity regulation, identity work and self-
identity, are connected to one another. In a chart, Alvesson and Willmott (2002) explain that 
“identity regulation prompts identity work, identity work informs identity regulation, identity 
worker-works self identity, self identity is responsive to identity regulation, and identity 
regulation is accomplished through self-identity” (pp.627).  
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      (Alvesson & Willmott, pp.627, 2002) 
Here we can understand how identity regulation influenced the ways in which an 
individual performs identity work. Both of these ideas are intertwined and directly affect each 
other. This background knowledge of identity regulation and how that identity regulation 
impacts the presumed identity of the self will lay the groundwork in understanding then how the 
university as an organization influences the management of a student-athlete’s own identity. 
 
        While the identity of a person can be influenced and accepted, some of the identity work 
that goes on surrounding organizations, for some people, is not something that is fully 
embodied.. Here particular identities are not embodied by the person, they are just lived out 
knowing that it is something that you have to do. In a study explained by Stanley Deetz (1994) 
he cites a study conducted by Ferguson (1984:53): 
…in Ferguson's (1984:53) analysis where a corporate image replaces the "me." 
Here is her vivid description of the bureaucratic appropriation of emotion in flight 
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attendants: The flight attendant's smile is like her makeup; it is on her, not of her. 
The rules about how to feel and how to express feelings are set by management, 
with the goal of producing passenger contentment. Company manuals give 
detailed instructions on how to provide a 'sincere' and 'unaffected' facial 
expression, how to seem 'vivacious but not effervescent'.... Emotional laborers are 
required to take the arts of emotional management and control that characterize 
the intimate relations of family and friends ... and package them according to the 
41 'feeling rules' laid down by the organization (Deetz, 1994 p.40-41). 
While there are elements of being a student-athlete that are accepted and embodied, there very 
well may be aspects of the identity that are only displayed because they are seen as a necessity 
by the student-athlete.  
Previous literature has led to the question of how the student-athlete identity is regulated, 
maintained and perceived because there has been a lot of discussion around the idea of how 
student-athletes are perceive and how organizations regulate identity. While there have been 
discussions surrounding this topic, there has not been enough surrounding how the student-
athlete then manages this identity and how identities for the student athlete are constantly 
contradicting each other, specifically the identities of “student” and “athlete.” 
 
Identity Regulation 
Everyday student-athletes are exposed to the ideals and values of the organization in 
which they represent through their sport. These ideals can be communicated to them through 
many different mediums including verbal communication, as well as symbols and discourses that 
exist within the organization. In the area of organizational communication, researchers have 
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considered processes of identity regulation that are implemented within organizations. 
Organizations utilize techniques in order to influence a certain identity that is then embodied by 
the student- athlete. Identity regulation as explained by Alvesson and Willmott (2002), is a 
control tactic that organizations utilize with their employees, “identity regulation encompasses 
the more or less intentional effects of social practices upon processes of identity construction and 
reconstruction” (p. 625). This organizational control can be explained in nine characteristics 
outlines by Alvesson and Willmott (2002): 
1.          Defining the person directly 
2.         Defining a person by defining other 
3.         Providing a specific vocabulary of motives 
4.         Explicating morals and values 
5.         Knowledge and skills 
6.         Group categorization and affiliation 
7.         Hierarchical location 
8.         Establishing and clarifying a distinct set of rules of the game 
9.         Defining the context 
These characteristics help to reproduce and legitimize discourses which contribute to identity 
regulation. In terms of the student-athlete, the language that coaches, and administrators use 
could influence the ways in which they see their skills, and their role on the team. In the context 
of Alvesson and Willmott (2002), identity is something that allows individuals to understand 
what their place is and what is possible for an individual within a certain organization. Much of 
what the student-athlete does throughout the day revolves around activities that take place in 
areas that are controlled by the organization such as: study hall, practice, workouts, community 
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service, and meetings, just to name a few. These ideas are useful for this project because it 
provides a way to examine how the organization influences the identity of the student-athlete. 
This organizational control is often times seen and studied in the workplace. These ideas can also 
be attributed to the experience and organizational control of the student-athlete. The most 
obvious of these being the regulation of amateurism.  
Amateurism 
One unique element of student-athlete identity regulation is that discussion around the 
role of athletes on colleges has become a focus of much social debate about amateurism. 
According to the NCAA, “Amateur competition is a bedrock principle of college athletics and 
the NCAA. Maintaining amateurism is crucial to preserving an academic environment in which 
acquiring a quality education is the first priority. In the collegiate model of sports, the young men 
and women competing on the field or court are students first, athletes second” (NCAA). In order 
to maintain an amateur status there are pages and pages of regulations that the student-athlete 
must follow. The student-athlete is not left with much choice to comply to these regulations. 
Without complying, you are not an amateur; if you are not an amateur then you are not able to 
play your sport. 
The notions of what it means to be an amateur are constantly being challenged by recent 
research and literature. Gurdus (2000) challenges what it means to be an amateur by expressing 
that he feels student-athletes should be treated as employees and receive worker’s compensation. 
He positions the student athlete as an employee of their university because of the revenue that 
athletes produce for the university, “college athletics are no longer concerned with just winning 
and losing, but are now also concerned with making a profit. College athletics has become very 
profitable,' and thus, a business relationship has evolved between colleges and student athletes” 
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(Gurdus, 2000, p.907). Gurdus (2000) states that because the student athlete is utilized to 
produce revenue that the athlete should be eligible to receive worker’s compensation, which, 
according to the NCAA, is a violation of amateurism. The very identity in which universities use 
to justify the “student-athlete” identity is being challenged by many. It is being challenged in a 
way that creates confusion as to what it means to be an amateur which in turn challenges the 
identity of the student athlete and the ways in which that identity is regulated by their 
universities. 
Research Questions  
RQ1: How does the organization construct, manage, and maintain the notions of student and 
athlete? 
RQ2: How does organizational regulation influence the performativity aspect of the student 
athlete identity? 
 
Rationale  
The identity of the student athlete is one of contradictions, tensions, and influence from 
the athletic organization. The influences that come from athletic organizations are ones that come 
from a micro level pertaining to each individual organization as well as the macro level where 
regulations are put into place by the NCAA. These regulations function in shaping the ways in 
which student athletes view themselves in terms of other student athletes as well as other 
students in general. While there are many complexities to this identity, the only layer in which it 
has been analyzed has been through a lens of controversy. While these controversies are 
important to be aware of it is also important to understand the identity of the student athlete on a 
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level to which we understand the identities that form within a workplace. Student athletes, like 
the employees of a company, are the foundation to which college athletics rests upon; without 
student athletes, there are no college sports. So why then do students continue to willingly 
participate in an organization which challenges their identity.  
Student athletes come from all over the United States and the world to have the chance to 
further their education while simultaneously participate in the sport that they love. The area of 
college athletics not only includes that student athletes but also the people who work within the 
area of college sports. There are individuals who dedicate their lives to serving the needs of the 
student athlete — whether it be as a coach, academic adviser, or marketing. There are hundreds 
of people who are working everyday for a college sports organization. Not only do we have the 
student athletes and staff, but there are also the millions of fans who attend games or tune in on 
their television to support their teams of choice. When thinking about all the people who are 
involved and invested in college athletics, it is crucial to understand how the student athletes 
become the foundation of college athletics.  
Chapter 2: Methods 
Research Site  
  My research was conducted at a major western university, specifically within the athletic 
department of this university. The athletic department consists of approximately 360 student-
athletes and 230 full time employees. The research that I conducted included interviews and 
observations, as well as researching policies and documents that occurred at or near this 
department. There were three main places where I conducted interviews with my participants: 
place of work, place of living, and one of the main buildings of the athletic department.  
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Interviews conducted in the workplace of staff members were all held in the participant’s 
offices. When conducting these interviews, many of the staff members sat behind desks while I 
was sitting on the other side of them. These offices were located in two of the main athletic 
buildings. In these buildings, there are academic centers that house academic advisors’ offices, 
spaces where tutoring is facilitated and monitored, gyms for physical conditioning, classrooms 
for leadership development programs, as well as training rooms for sports medicine. Training 
rooms for sports medicine are where student athletes go to be treated for physical injuries 
through physical therapy treatments as well as where student athletes are able to see doctors for 
physical illnesses. 
  I made the effort to ensure my participants were comfortable with the environment in 
which I conducted these interviews. I did this for student athlete participants by holding 
interviews in their places of living — apartments that were walking distance to the main campus 
of the University — and the academic center in the building of a main athletic facility where 
many of them spend much of their time outside of their sport. In the apartments of student 
athletes, they were able to tell me where would be best to conduct the interview. As for the 
academic center, I was able to reserve private rooms where interviews could be conducted 
without others seeing or hear what was said. 
Procedure  
In order to answer the questions that I have proposed about organizational regulation and 
identity management of student-athletes at the University, I conducted qualitative interviews of 
student-athletes who currently attend the University as both a student and a participant in a sport 
as well as current staff and administration at the University. It is important to interview staff and 
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administration for this project because, as workers and representatives of this organization, they 
are the ones who are translating and enforcing the values and interests of the organization. I 
conducted a total of 16 interviews, eight staff members and eight student athletes. I made a 
conscious effort to ensure a diverse set of participants in sport as well age year as an 
undergraduate; my set of student athletes were engaged in of seven different sports and three 
different classes.  
In order to ensure the anonymity of the participants, these interviews will be reported 
with no identifying characteristics. All identifiers including age, sport, name and institution 
affiliation will be anonymized. To ensure that the participants knew that this project was going to 
be anonymous, I asked them to choose their pseudonym.    
Not only did I conduct interviews, but I incorporated personal observations of symbols 
and visual representations. These observations consisted of noting the everyday images such a 
posters and pictures to which the student-athlete is exposed. As research has proven by authors 
such as Deetz (1994), the signifiers of what is socially expected are very effective and vital in 
enforcing organizational values and producing a routine when performing a certain identity. 
Policies and documentation are another important resource in conducting my research. There are 
documents upon documents of rules and regulations that are enforced upon the student-athletes 
as well as staff. This Universities athletic department, just like all NCAA governed athletic 
programs, has a compliance department to ensure that all student-athletes and staff abide by the 
rules set in place. Many of these rules are to guarantee and protect the amateurism of the student-
athlete. 
Data Analysis 
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                After conducting my qualitative interviews, the recorded scripts were transcribed. Next, I 
coded the interviews to search for common themes that occur between the staff that I interview. 
These themes reflect the values and the concept of ideal student athlete that are articulated of the 
organization. After identifying the main values of the organization, I conducted the same 
analysis for the interviews of the student-athletes. Then, taking the common themes of both sets 
of interviews, I identified whether or not these values and themes align with each other. 
This same process occurred during my analysis of symbols and visual representations. These 
representations are typically chosen by the administrators and employees of the athletic 
department; therefore, they should directly reflect the values and what it means to be the ideal 
student-athlete. The policies and documentations give direct evidence of what it means to be the 
ideal and “accepted” student-athlete of that organization. Many of these regulations also reflect 
what it means to be an amateur. 
                This following data seeks to answer how organizations utilize identity regulation and how 
the student-athlete manages their own identity. 
Chapter 3: Findings 
 
Subsequent analysis uncovered multiple themes including aspiring, challenging, 
resistance and value structure,  that were relevant to the ways in which the organization 
influences the identity of the student athletes as well as how student athletes integrate this new 
identity.  Organizations were able to conduct a certain amount of control of the student athletes 
through the influence through verbal and nonverbal messages, as well as creating a space of 
tension between the multiple identities of a student athlete. Verbal messages in this study was 
direct conversations or comments made by staff members while nonverbal messages included 
posters, awards displays, and photos on the walls. Student athletes responded to these influences 
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by identifying a value structure that included spoken and unspoken rules to follow, resistance by 
not resisting, trying to make sense of individualism vs. collectivism. The identity of student 
athletes has not been one that has been looked at closely in terms of how their identity is created 
and maintained through the athletic department. This was said best by an interviewee, “It's 
certainly not a perfect situation, but there's got to be a reason why they're so many international 
students who come to this country to get an education and play sports at the same time. There's 
something valuable about that model.” 
 
Aspiring for the ideal student athlete identity  
Verbal and nonverbal messages create aspiration for student athletes —aspirations for 
what they can achieve as a student athlete both academically and athletically. Nonverbal 
messages that student athletes see in and around their building affiliated with athletics are just as 
purposeful and intentional as messages that are given verbally to student athletes. These 
nonverbal messages, just like verbal messages, inform student athletes on what is expected of 
them by giving them images or ideas of what the ideal student athlete looks like. As stated by 
Hadley, a staff member of this department, “Everybody here is here to influence you as a student 
athlete, so we all want to influence you, and in some ways, we all want you to reflect us and the 
things that we think are important whether it’s academic integrity whether it's on the course; you 
know, self-reporting if you make a mistake.” Hadley expresses clearly how the identity of the 
student athlete is one that is greatly influenced upon in order to meet the needs desired by the 
organization.  
The use of verbal and nonverbal messages also allows the athletic department to 
influence student athlete’s personal identity — offering feedback for student athletes about their 
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performance as a student athlete as well as what is expected of them. Such intentional messages 
often times function as discourse in exploiting unspoken expectations or regulations of the 
organization itself, by revealing unspoken rules as a way to regulate what is socially acceptable 
for the spaces where the student athlete exists. As Deetz (1994) explains, social influences that 
come from organizations often times function much like instincts do for animals. The messages 
that were most influential to student athletes are verbal affirmations such as positive 
reinforcement and encouragement, as well as nonverbal messages that are displayed on the walls 
of athletic department buildings through things like posters, wall decals, and award displays.  
 Verbal affirmations of positive reinforcement and encouragement were often times 
described to me by the student athletes who I interviewed as a positive thing that influenced them 
in a number of different ways. One student athlete in particular, John, explained in the following 
dialogue that positive reinforcement is a message that he receives and how that positive 
reinforcement functions for him,  
Messages… most of the time this comes from positive reinforcement, so you 
have championship recognition dinners, you have people coming up to you 
saying congratulations, whether it’s academic coordinators or tutors or just 
people that are like excited and invested in you and they are really happy for how 
you have done, and so once you do well you want to continue to do well....Yea I 
think it if it can almost like inflate you, like sense of worth and your confidence 
in your athletic ability, so it’s like, oh wow, you did really well. You didn’t need 
to say that and so then it slowly raises your like cockiness, I guess more your 
confidence, and then it also raises the bar of what is expected of you as well, so 
to have success that is kind of extended to an expectation.  
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For John, positive reinforcement functions as a way that creates a standard for him; once he does 
well and he is acknowledged for doing well, he wants to continue that pattern. The athletic 
department in this case creates an environment where student athletes become very aware of 
what is expected of them. For John, verbal affirmation for his performance as a student athlete 
makes him want to continue and improve his performance not just for himself but because it is 
now an expectation. The expectation to win then becomes a part of the social expectation of the 
organization. This social expectation informs individuals sense of when, where, or how things 
are expected; they become instinct to us (Deetz, 1994).  
Similarly, Bonnie also experiences the influence of verbal as well as nonverbal messages 
with the result of an increased desire for winning due to seeing herself on a poster that 
represented her team, “I think for me, it's like I have never experience like my face on a poster or 
anything like that. It's like a lot of people would treat it really differently within this department, 
like they praise you in a way which is it so different for me, it actually makes me feel like I'm 
important, and this is really meaningful and like they're always telling you like we're here to win 
national championships, and it just makes you feel like what you're doing everyday has a 
purpose.” For Bonnie, verbal messages from staff and nonverbal messages of seeing herself on a 
poster coincide with one another and create a place where she feels that what she is doing serves 
a purpose that she is able to fulfill by winning. Due to the reality that verbal and nonverbal rules 
of this organization create a mentality where winning is crucial to how you are seen, the 
organization displays how influential these messages are in establishing social norms or the 
organization. 
Nonverbal messages functioned just as explicitly to a student athlete as messages that 
they received verbally. Often times the nonverbal messages that are intended for the student 
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athletes are just as intentional as messages that staff members give verbally. Joey, a staff member 
for this organization explain this: 
Those who do come in with the right attitude I think we will not only reward that 
but we will want to try to use that as the example and publicize that which you 
can see as you go out here. We put the academic awards on the walls, we put up 
recognition on the video boards, we want to recognize people who are doing the 
right things, because there are the people that don’t do the right things and have 
the wrong attitude. I mean they are not the ones who I mean, they are in the 
minority, most student athletes of the 350 here are doing the right things the right 
way and the ones that don’t a lot of times you see them go elsewhere. They fall; 
they fall away somewhere along the way. They may not stay here four of five 
years.  
The objective to which Joey refers is to show student athletes that if they are not achieving what 
the organization expects of you, if you are falling behind the rest of your student athlete peers. 
He also acknowledges the fact that if a student athlete is not ready to live up to these 
expectations, they most likely will not be participating as a student athlete for the entire four or 
five years that they have eligibility. These messages are purposeful to show that no matter how 
difficult being a student athlete may be at times, there are plenty of people who are doing the 
same thing that are and excelling at it. For student athlete Kirstin, this is how nonverbal 
messages functioned in influencing her identity and what she sees as possible at this institution. 
When asked about messages that she receives, Kristin immediately began speaking about 
different forms of messages such as award displays that influence how she sees herself in this 
organization. In this excerpt, she is speaking about walls that have photos of student athletes who 
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are achieving things that result in hall of fame status and having their pictures put up on the walls 
of athletic centers:  
In a way, I sometimes wonder like how do they possibly do it, because sometimes 
things can be so stressful that you think like I don’t know how it’s possible to 
balance these two things like well and like be so good at both like academic and 
athletic. But, at the same time, you look up to those people and say and can think 
that it is possible, because they have all done it so them it’s almost like you can do 
it as well.  
For Kristin, nonverbal messages helped her to situate herself within the organization. She 
expresses frustrations about how hard it is to be a student athlete, but, with awards that are on 
display for everyone to see, she is able to see that achieving both academic and athletic success 
in this organization is possible.  
In Sara’s experience, the most effective nonverbal messages that she has been exposed to 
have been quotes on the walls. While awards function for Kristin as the ability to see herself 
succeeding within the organization, the unspoken message of quotes of the wall function as a 
reinforcement of identity for Sara. This reinforcement of identity is something that is able to be 
policed by teammates due to the medium in which the quotes are presented:  
In the training room, there’s one that says, “no whining, no complaining, no 
excuses,” or something like that and so a lot of times we get that type of a 
message about toughness and being mentally strong and things like that which is 
something that we embrace a lot, and so we even say that to each other, and so we 
see these messages, and then we repeat them to each other, and so I think that is 
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something that they like that is a big message that we see a lot and that we kind of 
embrace and you know use that ourselves.    
Messages in this context function very explicitly: both verbal and nonverbal messages that come 
from staff in this organization are very intentional and serve a greater purpose for influencing the 
identity of the student athlete. These messages intend for student athletes to understand the 
expectations that the organization has of them, but also intend to reinforce that the students’ 
identity exists in relation to other student athletes and what is possible for them.   
 
Challenging student athlete identity  
Places of tension came about for individuals in trying to make sense of the seeming 
conflicting feelings of individuality and collectivism, as well as understanding that the student 
athlete identity is not very stable. These intersections of instability are a result of trying to create 
an identity for oneself that is still considered to be socially accepted by established norms of the 
organization (Wieland, 2010).  
Challenging the student athlete identity through regulation  
Trying to establish a place where a person can be an individual while still be considered a 
member of the group was mentioned by student athletes as well as staff members of the 
organization. Often times the sense and requirement of the putting one’s own individual identity 
“to the back burner” to fulfil their requirements as student athletes is perceived as a result of 
rules that are enforced by the NCAA through compliance departments of collegiate athletic 
institutions. There was one rule in particular regarding the ability of an athletic institution to use 
the identity of a student athlete to their own benefit, yet there is an inability, due to NCAA rules, 
that the student athlete is not able to utilize their own identity in order to move a personal career, 
outside of playing their sport forward. This rule was seen particularly by staff as a place where 
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the collective identity of the athletic department is put ahead of the identity of the individual. 
Anastasia describes this from a compliance perspective,  
I think compliance, obviously, there are some NCAA rules and regards to what 
students can and can't do. I think that students using their name image and 
likeness is a big thing and a hot topic right now. Like, if you want to be a real 
estate agent, you can't put your face on a business card, but you have to in the real 
estate business, and so I think that that's something that inhibits the ability for 
student athletes to pursue a career they're working on changing that right now.  
This same rule was talked about another staff member of the athletic institution, Zach,  
I think it helps (compliance), but I think there’s times where it hinders as 
well...like a lot of rules and regulations, the intentions are always good but the 
outcome is not what is intended. I think it is it is meant to protect the student 
athlete, but at the same time I think it hurts them as well. Like, they can’t use their 
own identity to promote themselves, but the university can use their identity to 
promote the university, so I think that kind of hurts, because it’s saying, hey, 
don’t be an individual; don’t be you can’t identify yourself as an individual. You 
have to identify yourself as a university athlete, which can help and hurt. I think 
it’s you want it to be about team, you want it to be about the university, but there 
are times and instances where that identity is better served with the athlete.  
This regulation that is put in place by the NCAA creates a place where individualism or your 
personal identity must take second to the identity or the interest of athletics as a whole. This 
regulation, being enforced by the highest level, tells us a little something about not only this 
particular athletic organization but of college athletics as a whole. This corresponds to the ideas 
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of Wieland (2010) about tensions that exist when trying to establish one’s individual identity in 
relation to what the social expectations that are placed upon a person within a particular 
organization.  
 Another aspect of being a student athlete where individualism seems to place behind the 
greater good is through certain valued characteristics such as sacrifice. Anastasia explains how 
sacrifice plays a big role in the identity of the student athlete,  
I think being a student athlete is a lot about sacrifice, so there are a lot of 
sacrifices that our student athletes make, whether it be sacrificing some social 
activities to go to bed early so they can get up and go to practice, or sacrificing 
sleep in order to get school work done because they are doing things. So there is a 
lot of sacrifice there, and it's also a choice that they have made. 
Part of being a student athlete in this excerpt is putting the identity of the organization before 
your own by giving up things that you may want to do because you are a part of a larger 
organization. What happens if you do not display these characteristics? Anastasia continued her 
statement to explain this perception, “Those who do not have sacrifice or commitment usually 
are not around very long.” If a student athlete does not display a willingness to give up 
experiences that they otherwise would have been able to do because they are student athletes just 
exemplifies another way in which individuality is second to collectivity.  
 This idea relates closely with another NCAA enforced regulation that is under scrutiny 
for change; time demands. Anastasia once again gives insight into how these NCAA compliance 
regulations function, 
Time demands, I think, is a really big thing that's showing how and no one is 
showing on the same page and ever. It could be because everyone thinks that their 
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thing is the most important thing and there should be time for that, and, as the 
student athletes, you feel the most overwhelmed because you feel obligation to 
the training room staff to go to that appointment, to go to the doctor's 
appointment, to go to the community service, to go to the compliance meeting, to 
go to the snack, like you have all these things happen in the given day.  
NCAA mandated regulations create a space where individual and collective identities are 
constantly clashing. This often times occurs due to the fact that student athlete are told that they 
are students before they are athletes, yet there is a felling that athletics comes first. This 
influences student athletes to constantly be shaping themselves in order to be seen as socially 
acceptable and compliant. This phenomenon is also examined in a study that was conducted by 
Wieland (2010) where members of an organization were observed trying to be seen as “good” by 
conforming with what was seen as ideal. This is also supported in these research interview when 
student athlete, Bonnie, who expressed her desire to be seen as a “good” student athlete explains, 
“I just want to please the coaches. I think I want to give back to the school for being here on 
scholarship as well, so that's why I work so hard to be here.” The regulations that are in place by 
the NCAA are there to protect the status of amateurism, which is at the very core of college 
athletics. Many of these regulations are enforced so much so that it creates identities that have 
the very real potential to become unstable. This identity becomes stable through regulations and 
contingencies that arise around the identity of being a student athlete.  
 Identity, in the case of the student athlete, is contingent due to the fact that what is 
possible for you as a student athlete in this department is the determined by the organization 
itself. Joey, a staff member of this organization, describes this idea here: 
Organizational Influence on Student Athlete Identity  
 
 31 
I think we try our best to kind of mold them into that; mold them into that 
identity and show them that there are other things. The most important thing is 
that we want them to identify with being more than just a student athlete, 
because they bring so much to the table. You can have on one team have people 
from a team of 10 and you can have 10 different states, 10 different backgrounds 
and communities coming in, and they are going to be very different. So, they 
bring their own identity to the table, and then once they get here, we want to we 
want to kind of help them, I guess, be their own person, but do it in a way that 
builds up their teammates, builds a better future for them. If someone comes in 
and they don’t have the right work ethic, attitude, we are not going to reward 
that, and I don’t think coaches are going to reward that. I think they are going to 
try and help the student understand how they fit into the larger picture. 
While there is an individual aspect here, the valued individual is one who builds their team up 
and is looking out for the greater good of the department. If a student athlete does not comply 
with this idea, then it is made very clear that the department will find ways to communicate that 
this student athlete does understand their role within the organization.  
 The role of the NCAA plays an integral role in the identity of the student athlete and 
creates a unique process of how the student athlete identity is regulated. The identity of the 
student athlete is not only regulated by the organization with which they are directly affiliated, 
but the identity is also regulated through an organization that is outside of their particular 
university. This makes the identity of the student athlete maintained through the athletic 
department of the university that is beholden of the larger organization of the NCAA.   
A Contingent Identity  
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Identity, while it can be seen as something that is relatively constant overtime, is very 
different in that sense when it comes to the identity of the student athlete. This is for many 
reasons that are both seemingly obvious as well as implicit. An individual is only able to hold 
eligibility for four to five years. This eligibility rule gives a time frame to which you are even 
allowed to be identified as an active student athlete. Aside from this fact, student-athletes and 
staff who were interviewed shed light on the ways in which the identity of student athlete is one 
that even in the duration of those four to five years is not one that is stable or guaranteed. This 
instability seemed to be related to nonconforming tendencies of some student athletes or when a 
season or career ending injury occurs.  
For student athletes who show nonconforming tendencies of valued behaviors, embodied 
characteristics in the identity of a student athlete can seem especially unstable for them. Staff 
members like Anastasia, who was quoted above, express the importance of student athlete’s 
willingness to embody certain traits in order to maintain the identity of being a student athlete.   
Smith explains how the ideas of Anastasia functions when it comes to a team,  
If there is push back, they are probably not going to, not going to grow. They are 
not going to develop and they are probably not going to continue in our program, 
you know. Again, so one of the criteria that we have is coaching ability, how 
coachable are you and if you are going to push back. This is not the place from 
you, so and not to say that there won’t be some push back, you know, in small 
areas, but if there is general push back, it’s not going to work. You know, the one 
thing about being a student athlete is that it is not a democracy. It’s just, it’s not 
you know and that you know young men and young women need to understand 
that there are standards that we have that they have to meet, and, if they don’t 
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meet them, then they are not going to be here, and that is true for the whole 
athletic department.  
The unwillingness of certain student athletes to give themselves to the program and be willing to 
comply with what a coach asks of them could very possibly, according to this statement, lead to 
the termination of the student athlete identity for an individual within this particular athletic 
institution. The possibility of an unstable identity is understood not only by the staff members of 
this organization but also of the student athletes. Clyde, who is a current student athlete 
acknowledged this instability during his interview, “I think that, like, being an athlete here is not 
something that everybody has the opportunity to be a part of, so it's definitely like a blessing that 
I would not want to take for granted, and it can probably be taken away really quickly.” While 
being a student athlete is something that is a large opportunity that one has to work very hard for, 
it is an identity that is seemingly unstable at the same time.  
 This unstable identity can also be seen through injuries that result in abbreviated seasons 
or athletic careers. Once the identity of student athlete is taken away from individuals, or even 
just altered to injured reserve student athlete for a period of time, student athletes, according to 
both staff and student athletes who have been a witness to injured student athletes, explain how 
this altered identity takes on a new identity. According to a staff member of this athletic 
department, Zach, many students lose their competitive drive, 
We see it lot when student athletes have either season ending or even career 
ending injuries, because a lot of times if they are a high level athlete one of the 
better ones, and I am kind of thinking football more than anything, they identify 
themselves as a high level athlete that plays sports, and when that is taken away 
from them because of an injury, they tend to bottom out. They tend to, you know, 
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hit the tank, because they can no longer be identified as an athlete; they are 
identified as an injured athlete. 
After having an identity in which you embody so heavily, it seems to be almost impossible for 
people to accept a change in this identity or the termination of this identity. John explains this 
from a student athlete's point of view,  
How sports are so much of an identity, because when you can no longer do that 
you redefine some of the things that you do in your life or who you are outside of 
those sports, because for so long you are told that you are the best of that, you are 
the most gifted, or you are going to go far in life because of this sport, but you 
also have to be able to say, okay, I am human being now, what else, what other 
things can I do to be and have an identity. 
When something has inherently been a part of you for so long, and have worked so hard to 
receive the identity of being a student athlete, it seems that individuals have a difficult time 
determining what to do next. What comes after when the identity of being a student athlete is no 
longer a possibility for whatever reason. This shows how much this identity is actually embodied 
by student athletes of this athletic organization.  
 
Resistance through conformity of collectivism and contingent identity  
 
With many identities, resistance comes as an aspect to that identity; the identity of the 
student athlete is no exception to that. What is different about the student athlete identity 
compared to other identities is that resistance comes through further conformity to the athletic 
department. While this may seem to be a contradictory statement, student athletes shed light on 
how this process functions. Clyde and Bonnie both spoke into this idea of resisting through 
conformity in similar ways. Both student athletes expressed how there are aspects of being a 
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student athlete that seem to be a bother to them rather than a help to them. Clyde, explains how 
the demand of the student athlete is both beneficial yet unnecessary in his perspective, 
I think the demands of a student athlete keep me really busy, which I think allows 
me to like do the best in everything that I'm doing, because I think when I am the 
most busy, I do better in pretty much everything. With that being said, there are 
for sure some things that the athletic department requires that are like without a 
doubt unnecessary.  
In the same thought, Clyde described how the demands that he is under as a student athlete 
benefit him tremendously yet he goes on to say that some things are unnecessary expectations; if 
he was able to find a way out of he would. “If there is a corner that is able to, because I will 
probably try to find a way with a lot of time, so you can really get out of those kind of things, but 
if there's an opportunity to get out of something, like that (a mandatory function), I would 
definitely take it, and I probably have in the past.” Clyde, while demonstrating forms of 
resistance, is also demonstrating his continued loyalty and conformity to the organization.  
For Bonnie, her forms of resistance come from a place of knowing herself and her tendencies to 
get done what she needs to without the supervision of others, 
I would say pressure that I put on myself, because I'm here on scholarship, if I 
feel like I need to live after that almost, I mean academic wise. I've always kept 
quite high grades, like that's pretty important to me, so I haven't felt pressure from 
my academic coordinators, but I do actually got in trouble for getting all my study 
hall hours, so it's a little things that you need to get and check the boxes for. Like, 
I mean, I don't really want to come and complete all the study hall hours if I can 
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just study in my room. I know I'm going to get the work done, but it’s like little 
things that you are also expected to do. 
Although she finds certain requirements to be unneeded and has attempted to challenge those 
expectations, she continues to follow through with what is expected of her, even when she knows 
that what needs to get done will get done.  
 Both Clyde and Bonnie are performing forms of identity work for the athletic department 
in which they are a part. According to Alvesson and Willmott (2002), both student athletes are 
performing storytelling as a way to navigate their identities. Storytelling, according to Alvesson 
and Willmott (2002), is “the reflexive construction and reproduction of a narrative of oneself is 
viewed as a potentially effective way of dealing with the openness and uncertainties of life” 
(p.626). Both Bonnie and Clyde refer to their own experiences as to why time demands and 
expectations by the organization are both beneficial as well as a nuisance.    
 
Influencing Value Structures  
 
The identity of the student athlete is influenced by many values that make up the entirety 
of what it means to be a student athlete. These values include representing the student athlete’s 
institution well, winning and character. All of these values were identified by both staff members 
and student athletes as being an important aspect of what it means to be a student athlete at this 
athletic department.  
Representation was seen in multiple different ways; though gear that is worn, 
exemplifying a higher standard than most students, and being a member of a community that not 
only represents itself but also represents Colorado as a whole. Student athletes Sara, Frodo, and 
John, as well as staff member Hadley, shed light on what it means to be a representative of this 
department.  
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Sara explained how even what she wears and what day she wears it on is significant to 
representing the athletic department that she is a part of,  
I feel like I wear it a lot of times, because it is something that is really easily 
available to me. Like, I have ton of gear, I get a lot of use out of it, but I do a lot 
of times find that I wear it a lot more on game days or something like that where I 
am kind of trying to promote, you know, being an athlete and my team and the 
university kind of extra on those day, so generally I find that I wear gear more 
often. 
Representation through gear worn was also acknowledged by student athletes as a way to break 
stereotypes that exist around the identity of student athlete. Student athlete, Frodo, saw wearing 
gear to class functioning as follows, 
You know there is a lot of things, typically people look at athletes as, you know, I 
think a stereotype out there is you know that we don’t like answer questions or go 
to class or something like that, and so just being in class, you know, reinforces 
what our, or what my definition of student athlete is and participating reinforces 
that community service, even like how we portray ourselves in the media, you 
know, obviously we are not perfect individuals, but it’s important to, you know, 
the best face forward that you have and you know that is reinforcing the student 
athlete identity that you know (this institution) set forth for us. 
For Frodo, wearing gear functioned as a way to represent this organization in a positive way in 
the classroom, as well as in the media. He felt that by doing so, student athletes would be able to 
challenge some of the existing negative stereotypes that surround the identity of student athlete.  
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John takes this a step farther by extending this representation to receiving a higher 
education — while also pursuing and continuing to play your sport — as well as holding yourself 
to a standard that may be higher than what is held by the general student body, 
Tt means that you have a responsibility to not only come and get the best 
education that you possibly can, but you are also here to represent that University 
and you are … to have the opportunity and privilege of continuing to do a sport or 
activity that you love, and that has gotten you very far and is that balance of those 
two things is really, I think, that understated piece of where you learn how to have 
discipline and you learn how to appreciate and work hard and work in a teams and 
then also have the ability to kind of market yourself and carry yourself with a 
higher standard than most students on campus. 
Representation is taken out even farther by staff member Hadley by starting at the micro level 
and working out to a macro perspective, “to be a member of this athletic and learning community 
and somebody who is willing to take on the responsibilities to represent themselves their coach, 
the athletic department, the university city, state, it kind of ripples out from there.” From all of 
these perspectives, the representation that a student athlete portrays is profoundly connected to 
the identity of the organization as a whole.  
 Winning, along with the value of representation, is a crucial part of what it means to be a 
student athlete. Winning, is a driving force in college athletics as a whole. NCAA tournaments 
for college athletics bring in revenue, fans, and TV times that create a sense that winning is what 
it is all about. There are fantasy teams, tournament brackets, and bets made all on who 
individuals believe are going to win.  
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This value is so important that it was often included in what it means to be a student 
athlete. Smith describes this as the following,  
I think it means you know to balance you’re your goals academically and working 
towards a degree, on one hand and on the other, competing in the conference, to 
compete for championships and win on a consistent basis, and to represent the 
university in a first class manner… so kind of three pronged student, athlete, and 
then being a great representative of the court or course or whatever the case may 
be.  
While Smith covers what is often times thought of being the identity of the student athlete, being 
a student as well as being an athlete, Smith adds complexity to this identity by contributing the 
idea that being a student athlete means that winning as well as representing that school is an 
integral aspect of what it means to be a student athlete.    
As explained by staff member Anastasia, winning is an expectation that may be unique to 
certain athletic organizations, particularly those that are considered Division I,  
Different divisions in collegiate sports, there is a different ideal, because in like 
division 3, it's about teamwork camaraderie and experience and less about 
winning, you know, and at the higher level at Division 1, at an autonomy school, 
which is like the big 5 conferences, there is this underlying win or get out 
mentality.  
For an athletic department of a major university, winning is seen as a very valuable thing and is 
often times the driving force for everything that they do. 
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For this athletic department, winning is a big part of their mission of what they find as 
valuable to accomplish. Smith speaks into this by explaining the goals of this athletic 
organization from a top down perspective,  
Well again, I don’t know, I don’t know organizationally, I know from our athletic 
director, you know, every time that we are around him part of our strategic plan 
that this department went through a few years ago was we want to create a world 
class atmosphere and opportunity for all our student athletes, and we want to 
compete for and win national championships or win championships. I guess I 
should say national championships, but we want to compete for and win 
championships, and so I do think that there is a message that we are going to 
provide our student athletes with tremendous resources to be successful in every 
aspect of your life.  
Here, the success of communication within this athletic organization is made evident. Smith was 
able to identify the main goals of the department from the perspective of the athletic director. 
This top down hierarchical system from boss to employees seems to be horizontal where 
everyone is on the same page and understands the common goals of the organization.  
Another value that holds a lot of weight within this department is the character of the 
student athletes. Character of the student athlete is something that is taken into consideration 
even during the early stages of recruitment to becoming a student athlete for this athletic 
department. Coach Smith described how this functions in his recruitment strategies, 
In terms of recruiting, we have a list of criteria that we use to recruit players and 
the number one, the number one criteria is character. We want high character 
people in our program, and we need to have high character student athletes 
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throughout all of our programs, so character is certainly number one, the number 
one thing, and then you get down to work ethic and love of the sport, toughness, 
you know, all of the things that separate, separate athletes. 
Character, for Smith, is the most important aspect of a prospective student athlete. For other staff 
members of the department who are not coaches, character that is recruited to this athletic 
department is noted. Zach was able to identify the importance of character while being a student 
athlete within this organization. He also expressed how having character within the value 
structure of this department bodes well for student athletes,   
It’s a little bit of a group. It’s kind of like, not a fraternity or a sorority, but just 
kind of like just a another group to identify yourself as an athlete, and I think with 
the style of the character of athletes that come here, that our coaches recruit here, 
I think speaks volumes to that group. It’s always good character, good morals you 
know, for the most part, so I think it’s a unique group that people identify you 
guys with on campus. You know, it's kind of like, yes sometimes you can 
definitely say, yes, that’s a football player, that’s definitely a cross country player, 
but not everyone has that stand out identity. Cross country, golf, but it’s still you 
are known as a student athlete, and I think it’s respected by a lot of people who 
know the demand, the added demands that you guys have on yourselves with that. 
Zach then goes on to explain how character being within the value structure of this organization 
is not just something that is important to the coaches who are recruiting student athletes but how 
it is something that is also valued by the administration, 
I think what is coming from our administration and our coaches is that we want 
good people here, that want to be here, want to succeed, and want to win in the 
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classroom and in athletics. We don’t want people to be here who are complacent, 
just here because they have a scholarship to play or have the chance to play here, 
that we want people to come here that are high character that want to succeed and 
that have a good academic background as well. 
Again, this displays the success of communication that this particular organization is able to 
accomplish where staff members of the organization are able to verbalize the values and the 
goals that are set forth from the top down.  
 Many of these values that have been identified as important to the overall value structure 
of the organization are very well connected with one another. Often times when there are 
individuals within the organization who display good character and understand the difference 
between right and wrong, and understand that the representation that the public has of the teams 
and the student athletes who are involved in the organization are going to be positive. When the 
public sees the organization as a positive place to be, there are going to be more fans who want 
to see a lot of winning. All of these values are connected with one another in a way that creates a 
positive cycle.  
 While coaches set standards early on for recruitment — who they are willing to invite to 
be a member of their team — there is bound to be individuals who slip through the cracks and 
are an exception to the precedence that is set. Zach explain how there is room for shaping the 
values of the student athletes who do not come in with the expected character or value set,  
So I think it’s not, I would not say a day to day; it’s maintaining identity because 
developing as an individual there are highs and lows with everything you do. If 
it’s in the classroom, if it’s getting you know coached on the field of whatever it 
might be, there are highs and lows. But what I think is important is not necessarily 
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the day to day, it’s the longevity of the identity. I think it’s something that can be 
somewhat molded, helped and molded, but that what we are looking for is long 
term, not necessarily day to day. You want people to be consistent but 
understanding that you can’t be consistent all the time, but longevity the identity 
would, you know, would help. What our goal is, I think, as a university is to help 
build that identity throughout the entire time that athletes are here. 
Here it is not necessarily how an athlete begins but it is about how they end and the growth that 
that display from entering college as a student athlete to exiting as one. By creating a space for 
student athletes to grow as a person, Zach describes how the organization is able to function in 
producing student athletes who display the desired character of the department. By helping that 
student athlete through their college career, the department is essentially creating an individual 
who will go out into the world and represent the organization well, just with a little bit of time 
and mentoring.   
 The identity of the student athlete is influenced by the organization as well as navigated 
by the student athlete themselves. Both of these things occur through messages, tensions and 
values that the athletic department enforces.  
 
 
Chapter 4: Discussion 
Scholarly contributions   
 Every theme including aspiring, challenging, resistance, and value structures, identified 
above in the findings served a greater purpose of what was happening through the processes of 
these themes. Messages, tensions and value structures all function in regulation of the student 
athlete identity. While there were forms for resistance that came from student athletes, that 
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resistance was shown through continued compliance as well as embodiment of characteristics 
that make up the student athlete identity.  Alvesson and Willmott (2002) describe nine 
characteristics to which they identify as forms of organizational control. Characteristics that 
seemed to be most relevant to the overarching themes of this research, listed above, were the 
following: defining a person by defining another; explicating morals and values; group 
categorization and affiliation; establishing and clarifying a distinct set of rules to the game (p. 
629-32).  
After conducting analysis of the interviews, both student athletes and staff members provided 
examples to which exemplified these identity regulation characteristics set forth by Alvesson and 
Willmott (2002). These characteristics of organizational control were seen and explained by 
interviewees through the messages (both verbal and nonverbal), tensions in the student athlete 
identity, and an explicit value structure. The themes that have been identified give examples for 
us to understand how each of these characteristics contributes to organizational identity 
regulation in the context of the student athlete identity. While there were examples given that 
explained what would happen to the student athlete identity if there was resistance to comply, 
student athletes who were interviewed never spoke about wanting to show this. Student athletes 
who were interviewed explained how they fully had adopted and embodied the characteristics of 
what it means to be a student athlete and were not shy to say how much they love being a student 
athlete. When there was evidence of certain resistances, the student athletes responded to these 
resistances with further compliance. This exemplifies the success of the organization in getting 
across what it means to be a student athlete and performing identity regulation. 
The first characteristic of defining a person by defining another seemed to exemplify in 
all three themes that have been identified. According to Alvesson and Willmott (2002), “a person 
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(or a group) can be identified indirectly by reference to the characteristics of specific others” (p. 
629). All three of the overarching themes of what it means to be a student athlete were in a way 
made successful by this characteristic of identity regulation. 
Messages that were received by student athletes often times were in relation to the 
successes of other fellow student athletes. These successes included academic as well as athletic 
successes by displaying different awards in main buildings of the athletic department. Having 
these awards on display fed into the precedent of what is expected of the student athlete by the 
organization as well as who to look to as a display of those characteristics. Not only were these 
successes on display as a nonverbal message, but they also occurred through verbal messages of 
affirmations such as encouragement and positive reinforcement. These positive messages could 
be heard by other teammates and function as “definition for oneself” for both the person who is 
receiving these messages as well as the person who could have heard a teammate receiving these 
messages. These messages seemed to relate not only to athletic success, but they also fed into the 
ideas of tensions and values. Through receiving different messages over the course of student 
athlete’s careers, athletes, such as Sara, who was quoted in findings, claimed that it is interesting 
to think back on how being a student athlete in her third year as a junior comes so much easier to 
her than it did as a freshman in her first year. She experiences both tension and coming to 
understand the value structure of her team, but through verbal and nonverbal messages, she has 
come to fully embody the identity of the student athlete which now comes so naturally to her. 
This exemplifies that identity is strongly embodied by student athletes who are exposed to 
messages, both verbal and nonverbal, on a daily basis. The messages that the student athlete is 
exposed to on a daily basis function to help student athletes aspire to achieve success, but they 
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also function in giving student athletes ideas about what is possible for the identity of the student 
athlete and where their identity exists and functions within the organization. 
Alvesson and Willmott (2002) also explain a characteristic of identity regulation utilized 
by organizations as one where morals and values are explicated, “espoused values and stories 
with a strong morality operate to orient identity in a specific direction or at least stimulate this 
process” (p.630). In the case of the athletic department in this research, student athletes were 
very aware of the morals and values that were expected of them. The one emphasized the most is 
the value of representation. Every interview participant that was analyzed for this study made a 
statement about how representation of selves, community, or even the entire state was with the 
individual student athlete. Another value that is very closely tied with this idea of representation 
is that of portraying good character. This organization values individuals who portray good 
character, understanding the difference between right and wrong, or just simply being a good 
person with strong morals. In order to have this organization of student athletes who are able to 
represent the organization or even state well, these student athletes need to consistently display 
good character. It seems that the identity of the organization as a whole was very strongly tied 
with the identities of student athletes and in order for the organization to accomplish its needs the 
student athletes act as a liaison for the representation of the organization as a whole. This was 
often times explicitly stated by interviewees who recalled conversations around “don’t make us 
look bad” and “we want you to reflect us.” By using this language, staff members are strongly 
communicating that the identity of the student athlete is to be kept as blemish free as possible for 
the greater good of the organization as a whole. Another value that is perceived as valuable by 
the organization consists of winning and competing on a regular basis. Winning, just as the 
student athlete representation, signifies what the organization holds as core values. Many of the 
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staff members who were participants of this study described that the intentional plan of the 
department that is communicated to them from the top down. Winning, is just another example 
of positive representation for the department. Winning equates to success of the program. By 
“explicating the morals and values” (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002, p.630), the organization 
enforces these values through messages and create student athletes who represent the 
organization as a whole in a way in which the organization wants to be represented.  
Even with the student athlete identity as one that seems to be strongly accepted and 
enforced, it is one that comes along with its own tensions. These tensions became apparent 
through described conflicts between individualism and collectivism, as well as the concept that 
the student athlete identity is not one that is particularly stable. Although these characteristics of 
the student athlete identity may seem to be out of the control of an athletic department, this 
particular department was able to utilize this as another way to practice organizational regulation 
of student athletes in very direct ways. According to Alvesson and Willmott (2002), “group 
categorization and affiliation is one frequently powerful way of regulating identity is through 
developing social categories to which the individual is ascribed” (p. 630). By having control over 
who can and cannot be a student athlete the organization is able to enforce these expectations 
upon their student athletes. Being the student athletes want to maintain this identity and fully 
embody it, student athletes are willing to comply.  
Compliance is a main contributor in the tensions surrounding individualism and 
collectivism makes this tension one that is seemingly unavoidable. Due to certain regulations that 
are enforced by the NCAA to protect the amateur state of all student athletes, individualism is 
second to collectivism. These regulations are enforced through the compliance departments of 
each college athletic program in the nation and there is little that the individual student athlete or 
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the individual athletic departments are able to do outside the boundaries of these strict protocols. 
If student athletes do not comply with regulations that require placing their own personal 
identities to the background, then they run the risk of losing their amateur status and then losing 
the identity of being a student athlete.   
Oftentimes, group categorization in the case of the student athlete is also enforced 
through the inherent values to which the organization holds their student athletes. For example, 
Anastasia, spoke about how sacrifice and commitment played a large role in the identity of the 
student athlete. Often, this sacrifice requires student athletes to place the interests of the 
collective group (the athletic organization) over the interests of themselves. This creates a space 
when the identity of the student athlete has the potential to be challenged not only through 
explicit rules and regulations but also through unspoken rules of institutional valued 
characteristics for student athletes.  
Group affiliation can also be altered through injuries that either end seasons or careers for 
student athletes. The identity of being a student athlete, particularly having the identity of an 
athlete, becomes very difficult to alter once it has been taken away through an injury. Once an 
individual is a part of the social category of student athlete, that student athlete “becomes” 
something —something that is very hard to leave behind or change. It requires individuals to 
alter the way in which the see themselves within the group and could possibly even alter the 
ways in which other student athletes see that individual existing within that group. This may be 
due to the fact that student athletes who are injured usually continue being a part of the athletic 
department, but they are not able to fulfill all expectations of what it means to be a student 
athlete physically.  
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Being able to regulate the identity of the student athlete the athletic department is 
performing what Alvesson and Willmott (2002) call, “establishing and clarifying a distinct set of 
rules of the game. Established ideas and norms about the ‘natural’ way of doing things in a 
particular context can have major implications for identity constructions” (p. 631). By providing 
student athletes with both spoken and unspoken expectations, athletic organizations are creating 
the norms of what it means to be a student athlete. Deetz (1994) not only compared this idea of 
organizational norms to how instincts function within animals, but he also stated that, 
“institutional control works more like control seen in phenomenological account of personal 
habits or sedimentation” (Deetz, 29). Here, institutional control has the ability to influence the 
consciousness that one has for their personal habits. Student athlete Sara spoke to this idea with 
her description about how much easier it is to be a student athlete now compared to what it was 
like as a freshman. She explained how “student athlete” just becomes a part of what you do, and 
you no longer have to think about it. This example exemplifies how Deetz’s (1994) ideas of 
organizational influence of your personal habit is a reality for identities such as the identity of the 
student athlete.  
Practical connections  
 There are many individuals who take on the identity of student athlete as well as many 
individuals who are striving to become student athletes in the future. The athletic department in 
which I studied was very effective in communicating their expectations for student athletes. 
While there were forms of resistance towards regulations that are set forth, these regulations 
seemed to be unavoidable due to the fact that there is an organization regulating the student 
athlete identity within the regulations of another organization. While many of the regulations set 
forth by the NCAA can seemingly overshadow the identity of the student athlete; student athletes 
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also expressed the ability to use these regulations to benefit the overall image of the student 
athlete. One student athlete in particular explained how wearing gear and representing yourself 
bode well as a way for him to break stereotypical thoughts of being a student athlete.  While 
stereotypes, according to Dee (2009) were something that often negatively influenced the 
performance of the student athlete in the classroom, Frodo expressed how you can use the image 
of the student to actually break those stereotypes and become a successful student in the 
classroom.  
 Both the athletic department as well as the student athletes that were interviewed also 
expressed how the existing identity of student athlete is one that can be positive and beneficial 
for both the organization as well as the individual. If this was not the case, then there would not 
be the desire for individuals to have this identity in this country as well as around the world.  
 This research would also give administration valuable information when it comes to 
policy making. Understanding the perspective of the student athlete and the needs of the student 
athlete would be vital knowledge to have due to the fact that without student athletes you do not 
have college sports. This research could also give incoming student athletes very valuable 
information as the prepare for their first years as student athletes. When I began my first year I 
had no idea what to expect and what I did expect was no where near the reality.  
 When considering the contributions that this study would make to the existing literature, 
it adds a layer of complexity. Much of the research done within organizational communication 
has been between a single organization and their employees for example. This study not only has 
the relationship between the organization and student athlete but it also includes a larger 
institution (the NCAA) that influences the relationship between organization and student athlete.  
Limitations  
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 One limitation of this study was the inability to reach out to more student athletes. There 
are many individuals who represent college athletics as well as many institutions and individual 
teams who are less constrained by formal regulations and have more autonomy to potentially 
choose what values are more important to them. Not having the ability to reach out to individuals 
of those different institutions or different sports that were not available here makes this a case 
study of the identity of the student athlete at a single institution over the time of the study.  
Another limitation is an internal bias due to the fact that I am a current student athlete. 
This at times made it difficult to takes that extra step back and take the data for what it is worth. I 
wanted to apply the information that I knew and how I saw things to what other people were 
saying and feeling. While this aspect at times functioned as a limitation, it also served me well 
during the study. Due to the fact that this research is so close to home for me, I was able to 
become greatly invested in the research that I was conducting.  
Conclusion 
 This study shed light to ideas of how the identity of student athlete is constructed and 
regulated through the organization of the athletic department. Identity regulation is successfully 
influenced though the use of messages, value structures and even tensions. These overarching 
themes are necessary not only for the construction of the student athlete identity but also for the 
identity of the organization as a whole. The identity of the student athlete reflects the identity of 
the athletic department in which the student athletes are affiliated. Therefore, it is in the best 
interest of the athletic department to make their expectations both explicit and implicit, allowing 
for students to embody the characteristics of the model student athlete.  
Through the messages, value structures, and tensions that an athletic department utilizes 
to regulate the identity of the student athlete, full embodiment of values is achieved. Student 
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athlete identities are created overtime and become, in the words of Deetz (1994), “like an instinct 
is to an animal;” it influences even your daily habits. Being a student athlete can start as 
something very foreign and complex and turn into something that becomes more second nature 
— that indivicuals can perform without even thinking about it. The organization constructs the 
notions of student athlete by utilizing messages (verbal and nonverbal), explicit value structures, 
and even through creating tensions for the identity of the student athlete.  
This research has shown a very positive reaction to these organizational regulations. The 
student athletes who were a part of this study were all able to say that they accept and are proud 
to have the identity of being a student athlete. Student athletes who even described feeling 
resentment towards some of the expectations of them, continued to show that they were still 
compliant with these regulations in order to continue with the group identity of being a student 
athlete.      
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Appendix B: Interview Schedule  
Interview Schedule 
Student-athlete Interview questions    
1. How do you perform (live out) the identity of student athlete?  
a. Do you accept this identity?  
b. Do you ever avoid or reinforce the identity of student athlete? 
c. What do you do in class to either avoid? Use as example if they are having a hard 
time getting there  
d. Do you resist this identity is certain situations? How? Why? Are there things that 
are expected of you that bother you? Have you been in trouble for doing 
something that you don’t think you should be in trouble? 
e. What do you try to get away with anything or how far you can push boundaries?  
f. What is it like to maintain this identity in relation to the athletic department and 
the NCAA?  
g. Do you ever over emphasize the identity? How?  Has that hurt or helped you  
2. What kinds of messages do you receive from athletic department that influences this 
identity? NCAA? Coaches? Administrators?  
a. How do you respond to this? Are you compliant or resisting this identity? 
b. Posters?  
c. Pictures on the walls?  
d. Emails? 
e. Banquets?  
f. Do you feel 
 
Administration/staff Interview questions 
1. What does it mean to be a student-athlete?  
a. Is there an ideal student athlete? What does the ideal student athlete look like?  
b. What does it look like to not be the ideal student athlete? How?  
c. Do non ideal student athletes ever frustrate you? How? Why? 
d. Is this identity maintained?  
2. How does the organization regulate this identity?  
a. How is the student athlete identity maintained and influenced? 
b. How do you function in maintaining the student-athlete identity?   
c. What are the values associated with being a student-athlete?  
d. How are those values enforced?  
e. How is the identity of the student-athlete regulated? (e.g. Compliance) 
f. How are these regulations decided on? 
g. Certainly you are aware of the controversy around the term student-athlete in 
regards amateurism, unionization, the legal categorization of student-athlete, 
video game revenues what are your thoughts about this? 
-why is it important to keep the identity of student athlete a certain way?  
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Appendix C: Summary of Data Coding Categories  
 
Meta- theme Samples of 
initial codes  
Sub- categories  Sample Quotes  
Aspiring Influence of 
others  
Messages  “In a way I sometimes wonder like how do 
they possibly do it, because sometimes things 
can be so stressful that you think like I don’t 
know how it’s possible to balance these two 
things like well and like be so good at both 
like academic and athletic but at the same 
time you look up to those people and say and 
can think that it is possible because they have 
all done it so them it’s almost like you can do 
it as well.” 
-Kristin p. 25 
Positive messages  
Pleasing others  
Unspoken rules 
Positive 
reinforcement  
Nonverbal 
messages  
Level of 
expectation  
expectations “Messages… most of the time this comes 
from positive reinforcement so you have 
championship recognition dinners you have 
people coming up to you saying 
congratulations whether it’s academic 
coordinators or tutors or just people that are 
like excited and invested in you and they are 
really happy for how you have done and so 
once you do well you want to continue to do 
well....Yea I think it if it can almost like 
inflate you like sense of worth and your 
confidence in your athletic ability so it’s like 
oh wow you did really well you didn’t need 
to say that and so then it slowly raises your 
like cockiness I guess more your confidence 
and then it also raises the bar of what is 
expected of you as well so to have success 
that is kind of extended to an expectation.” 
-John p. 23 
Higher 
expectations  
Challenging Limits student 
athlete 
regulations “I think compliance obviously there are some 
NCAA rules and regards to what students 
can and can't do I think that students using 
their name image and likeness is a big thing 
and a hot topic right now like if you want to 
be a real estate agent you can't put your face 
on a business card but you have to in the real 
estate business and so I think that that's 
something that inhibits the ability for student 
Time demands  
Enforcing 
compliance  
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athletes to pursue a career they're working on 
changing that right now.” 
-Anastasia p. 27 
Injuries make you 
redefine identity  
Contingent  “I think that like being an athlete here is not 
something that everybody has the 
opportunity to be a part of so it's definitely 
like a blessing that I would want to take for 
granted and it can probably be taken away 
really quickly.”  
-Clyde p. 32 
Injuries  
Push back  
Student athlete 
without certain 
values  
Identity can be 
taken away  
Identity struggles  
Athletic struggles  
Resistance Check the boxes  Conforming  “I would say pressure that I put pressure on 
myself because I'm here on scholarship if I 
feel like I need to live after that almost I 
mean academic wise I've always kept quiet 
high grades like that's pretty important to me 
so I haven't felt pressure from my academic 
coordinators but I do actually got in trouble 
for getting all my study hall hours so it's a 
little things that you need to get and check 
the boxes for like I mean I don't really want 
to come and complete all the study hall hours 
if I can just study in my room I know I'm 
going to get the work done but it’s like little 
things that you are also expected to do.” 
-Bonnie p. 35 
Being on 
scholarship  
Unnecessary  
Mandatory  
Cutting corners  Non 
conforming  
“if there is a corner that is able to because I 
will probably try to find a way with a lot of 
time so you can really get out of those kind 
of things but if there's an opportunity to get 
out of something like that (a mandatory 
function) I would definitely take it and I 
probably have in the past.”  
-Clyde p. 34-35 
Value 
Structure 
Represent  representation “to be member of this athletic and learning 
community and somebody who is willing to 
take on the responsibilities to represent 
themselves their coach, the athletic 
department, the university city, state, it kind 
of ripples out from there.” 
-Hadley p. 38 
Opportunity & 
Privilege   
Higher pedestal  
Breaking 
Stereotypes  
Gear  
Every decision 
counts  
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Humbleness  Character  “it’s a little bit of a group it kind of like not a 
fraternity or a sorority but just kind of like 
just a another group to identify yourself as an 
athlete and I think with the style of the 
character of athletes that come here that our 
coaches recruit here I think speaks volumes 
to that group it’s always good character good 
morals you know for the most part so I think 
it’s a unique group that people identify you 
guys with on campus you know it's kind 
of  like yes sometimes you can definitely say 
yes that a football player that’s definitely a 
cross country player but not everyone has 
that stand out identity cross country, golf but 
it’s still you are known as a student athlete 
and I think its respected by a lot of people 
know the demand, the added demands that 
you guys have on yourselves with that.” 
-Zach p. 40 
 
Sacrifice  
Recruitment 
method  
Commitment  
Honesty  
Publicity is 
motivation 
winning “I think it means you know to balance you’re 
your goals academically and working 
towards a degree on one hand and on the 
other competing in the conference to 
compete for championships and win on a 
consistent basis and to represent the 
university in a first class manner… so kind of 
three pronged student, athlete, and then being 
a great representative of the court or course 
or whatever the case may be.” 
-Coach Smith p. 38 
Unspoken rules  
Part of mission  
Feeling important  
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Appendix D, Participants  
 
Student Athletes 
Number of Participants Sports Represented Graduation Year Represented 
8 7 2016, 2017, 2019 
Staff and Administration 
Number of Participants Number of Occupations Represented 
8 6 
 
